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Some Implications of Piaget's Work 
For the Elementary Teacher 
A lice T. Clark 
The Unive rsity of North Dakota 
Jean Piaget has been identified as one of the 
great contributors to knowledge in our time. 
Robinson (1952) lists him in his book 100 Most 
Important People in the World Today. Although Piaget 
is in his early eighties, he continues to investigate 
how man comes to know what he knows, to direct re-
search and to write. His name, like Freud's, will 
forever be imprinted in the annals of man ' s history. 
Many people today believe that Piaget's theory 
offers hope for a solution to some of the world's 
educational problems. Hans Furth (1970, p. 1), for 
example, says that if educators would follow the 
techniques implied by Piaget's theory they could pro-
vide American's early elementary children with their 
last chance for a spontaneous experience of success, 
sanctioned by society, before they reach the age of 
reflective awareness. 
However, Gaudia has observed (1977, p. 258) that 
even though scores of educators and other profes-
sionals have tried to implement Piaget's theory of 
cognitive development to bring about improvements in 
the educational system, Piaget's personal pedagogical 
output has been extremely small. He has offered 
basically only two important suggestions to the edu-
cator: "The child should do his own learning by 
actively transforming objects, and teachers should 
present the child with situations of the appropriate 
level of complexity to experiment with." These 
prescriptions for activity for the learner and for 
optimal timing of intervention for the adult have not 
always been easy for the teacher to implement, while 
keeping Piagetian theory in mind. This is in part 
due to the difficulty in obtaining a practical, simple 
introduction to Piaget's theory and to the challenge 
required to learn a whole new vocabulary of 
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operational terms peculiar to his explanations. It 
does seem surprising that a theory which explicitly 
states that its aim is the study of the modifications 
of human knowledge through the ages and the develop-
ment of knowledge in the child has not had greater 
impact on education. 
The important thing about learning and teaching 
in a Piagetian sense is that if the child's network 
of thought processes is well developed, the child 
will be able to comprehend all kinds of problems at 
a high level of intelligence. If a problem is assimi-
lated into well-elaborated structures, the solution 
can be deduced as an obvious logical necessity. 
On the basis of several years of experience and 
study, the author suggests to experienced teachers 
who have already mastered the fundamental concepts of 
Piaget the following ideas for applying cognitive 
theory to the classroom. 
1. No one content area has a peculiar affinity to 
Piaget's theory, or is crucial for the child's 
developing intelligence. As soon as one becomes 
familiar with the problems Piaget has studied, it 
becomes clearer that an application of his work to 
education is far from obvious. His concerns are with 
the development of knowledge in the child, not with 
teaching skills or information in a specific disci-
pline area. In all his experimental procedures, and 
in all the problems he sets, his subjects deal with 
fundamental concepts such as classes, relationships, 
time, causality and space . His belief is that know-
ledge is not acquired through the senses from outside 
sources, such as teachers, but through the child's 
action upon the environment and interaction with the 
environment. 
Development and learning are two separate 
processes in Piaget's theory that are related but 
conceptually quite different. Development pertains 
to intelligence in its widest and fullest sense. 
Everything that can be called characteristic of human 
intelligance comes about chiefly through the process 
of development. Learning, however, deals with the 
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acqu1s1t1on of specific skills and facts and the 
memorization of specific information. 
Piaget's theory st ates clearly that any specific 
learning is based on the general development of intel-
ligence. Learning can take pl ace only on condition 
that the child has general mechanisms to which he can 
assimilate the information contained in learning . 
In this sense the development of intelligence is the 
most necessary instrument of learning. Although the 
development of intelligence proceeds spontaneously , 
Piaget assures us that it can be helped or hindered 
by the environment. 
Piaget believes that intelligence consists of 
adaptations to new situations. We adapt to new 
situations in terms of how we comprehend them ; and, 
depending on how we comprehend the situations , we 
invent solutions . We comprehend a situation by assim-
il ating it to the knowledge tha t we have already built 
and brought to the situation . This knowledge t hat we 
bring to the situation is what Piaget calls "struc-
tures," or a "scheme" or "plan" or " operation" 
previously learned for solving a problem. In a very 
real sense, no knowledge is ever lost but is added 
into the structure of all subsequent schemata . 
Though intelligence is an ongoing process of experi-
ence and development , a person's intelligence at a 
specific point in time could be loosely equated to 
the number of schemata that he/she has available . 
2 . A child is not a miniature adult. The child's 
mind does not think or perceive as does the adult's 
mind . The baby ' s knowledge is organized in terms of 
action patterns because the baby can know reality 
only in terms of motor actions and sensations . By 
age two , however , the organization of knowledge begins 
to eKist in thought, and the child constructs increas-
ingly broader and more elaborate structures as t he 
years go by . Reality can be understood on l y by 
assimilating it into the structures we have a l ready 
built . The environment of an adult, for example, is 
very different from a four year old child's even when 
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they physically exist in the same objective environ-
ment. In sum, one's cognitive structures determine 
the very nature of one's interaction with the envi-
ronment. We interact with reality not as it is "out 
there" but as our cognitive structures transform the 
stimuli coming through our senses. As the cognitive 
structures become richer and more elaborate, the 
transformation comes more closely to reality. The 
child progresses through many stages of constructing 
these structures, and Piaget says that the sequence 
of this development is the same for all children. 
Hence, one of our major tasks as educators is to help 
children elaborate their knowledge within a rich and 
coherent framework so that they will learn and adapt 
well all through their lives, not just in the present 
environment but also in a world that we cannot even 
imagine. 
It appears that for Piaget it is not the child 
that is in a stage but the way a task is performed 
by the child. It is not only possible but entirely 
normal and expected that the same child's performance 
will vary, up and down, from occasion to occasion. 
By implication, Furth says (1970) that a diagnostic-
prescriptive approach to education would not be con-
sistent with Piaget's theory because it systematically 
explores the weaknesses of the child rather than 
what is positive and best in every child. Further-
more, Piaget's theory would not encourage a premature 
emphasis on achievement but would rather focus the 
teacher's efforts on recognizing and nourishing each 
child's present capacity for further intellectual 
development. 
In short, programmatic teaching of Piaget's 
tasks or a stage by stage analysis to which a child's 
performance has to conform would not be putting 
Piaget's theory into practice. 
One of the educational implications of Piaget's 
view that construction takes place in a certain se-
quence that is the same for all children in all 
cultures is that if we want learning to be permanent 
and solid enough to permit cognitive development 
throughout the child's life, we must allow the child 
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to be "wrong" at certain stages in his development 
rather than always expect him to reason logically 
like an adult. In other words, the child's analysis 
of a situation may be accurate according to his level 
of cognitive development but inaccurate from the 
adult's logica l perception of the same situation. If 
the adult insists that the child is wrong and imposes 
his/her analysis on the child's "unready" understand-
ing, the child's progress is hindered rather than 
assisted in its normal sequential construction. 
3. Adults, as well as rich, discriminating environ-
ments, are influential in helping children acquire 
knowledge. Both contribute heavily to the manifesta-
tions of cognitive development. 
Intellectual growth occurs in response to four 
major variables (Piaget, 1964): hereditary endowment 
and nervous maturation, social transmission through 
education and language, richness of environmental 
experience and, most important, equilibrium achieved 
through the child's own active transformation of the 
objects in his environment. The child assimilates 
transaction with the social and physical environments 
insofar as they can be fitted into his/her existing 
cognitive organization, causing the organization to 
change (accommodation) and become capable of a new 
level of assimilation at the next encounter. The 
tension created by the imbalance between assimilation 
and accommodation provides the motivating force for 
intellectual growth that results in new levels of 
understanding (equilibrium). From many studies, it 
appears that educative efforts are most likely to 
lead children to accommodate their mental structures 
when they are just far enough ahead of them to induce 
a moderate degree of mental discrepancy but not so 
far ahead as to be beyond their range of understanding. 
Therefore, an adult becomes a very critical 
factor in sustaining and encouraging children to 
explore and manipulate their environment toward the 
end of intellectual growth. The teacher's role is 




children develop at their own rate . The teacher is a 
participant in a mutual learning situation, stimulat-
ing, encouraging and leading the children on to new 
levels of understanding. 
4. Making young children read words without under-
standing their meaning is a questionable educational 
practice. There is much to be said for delaying the 
emphasis on reading in the primary years. Before a 
child will be able to read with understanding, he/she 
must be able to seriate, classify, and perform other 
logical operations. 
Furth (1970, p. VIII) writes bluntly that reading 
and writing should have no more emphasis or focus in 
a child's life in early school grades than toilet 
training has in an infant's first years. The written 
word is an excellent means for expanding a mature 
intelligence, but Furth argues that early pressure on 
reading contributes little or nothing to intellectual 
development and can, in many cases, seriously inter-
fere with it . 
The use of oral and written language is best 
taught in conjunction with the teaching of active 
thinking. Schools of Thinking (Furth and Wachs, 1975) 
teach reading as one of many thinking activities in 
which the child is permitted to engage only if he 
has adequately developed the prerequisite skills. In 
the meantime, Furth and Wachs continue, every child 
is provided with a rich variety of prerequisite 
activities, educational failures are avoided, and no 
child is held back in learning to read . 
In the higher grades, reading and writing are the 
principal medium through which knowledge is imparted, 
but during the early grades the major task of the 
elementary teacher should be to strengthen the think-
ing foundation on which any particular learning is 
grounded. Early childhood education should provide 
the foundation for later learning. 
Piaget makes two things very clear: the 
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difference between knowing a word (word knowledge) 
and comprehending a situation (intelligence); and 
secondly, the need for forma l mechanisms of thinking 
in order to master the difficulties of the linguistic 
medium. (Furth and Wachs, 1975, Chapter I) 
5. Individua l differences should be encouraged and 
developed. A stage theory which emphasizes orderly 
sequential development and approximate ages at which 
successive st ages merge might appear antithetical to 
the concept of individua l differences. However, 
children will respond differ ently to and learn 
different things from the s ame experience because 
their existing cognitive organization has grown out 
of their own unique past experiences. Piaget's 
theory pl aces the responsibility on the te acher for 
knowing the experiential background which has brought 
each child to the particular level of functioning he 
has reached. At the same time, the theory allows the 
te acher the opportunity of comp aring each aspect of 




6. The basis of intellect is action. Through actions, 
children develop perceptua l ability which provides the 
basis for cognitive development. Learning has to be 
an active process because knowledge is constructed 
f r om within. The implication of this is that children 
should be a llowed to do thei r own learning. You 
cannot further a child's unders t anding by simply 
t a lking to him. Good pedagogy must involve presenting 
the child with s ituations in which he himself experi-
ments. 
Another educationa l implication of Pi aget's view 
that all knowledge is acquired by a process of con-
struction i s that we cannot teach the child directly. 
When a t eacher offers an expl anation to a child, 
what he/she thinks is being t aught may not turn out 
to be what the child actua lly learns. 
For Pi aget, thought is action internalized. The 
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child's later abilities to represent events symboli-
cally through his/her memory, imagination and 
conceptualization is based on his/her early sensory, 
perceptual and motor experiences. For these reasons, 
Athey and Rubadeau (1970, p. XVI) strongly recommend 
discovery learning in the early years. Since the 
processes of discovery learning (finding out, testing 
and manipulating) are inherently generative of the 
true inward learning that turns into intellectual 
growth, they claim it is the only way the young child 
can learn. Adults may learn to use symbolic manipu-
lations in solving problems, but there are many 
occasions when they too can learn more effectively 
through an appropriate activity. 
If schools fail to sustain and encourage the 
natural tendency of children to explore and manipulate 
their environment, they may discover that the self-
motivating force within the children has given way 
to motivation by less effective extrinsic factors. 
When the child is motivated by material rewards, 
fear of failure or the desire to please an authority 
figure, learning becomes more superficial, meaning-
less and unrelated. 
7. Intellectual development is continuous but results 
in qualitative differences. Athey and Rubadeau 
(1970, p. XV) use the analogy of the butterfly and the 
caterpillar to explain how adult logical thinking is 
qualitatively different from the sensorimotor adapta-
tions of the infant, or the preoperation and concrete 
operational thought of older children. Though the 
butterfly does not resemble the caterpillar from 
which it evolved, its development from one to the 
other may be traced at every step. So is it with 
the child. Each new stage in intellectual growth is 
founded on an earlier stage and depends for the 
elaborateness of its functioning on the richness of 
experience at each stage along the route. Many.stu-
dents will never achieve the final stage, the formal 
operational level of thinking. The teacher who knows 
that normally intellectual development is continuous 
but qualitative will be prepared to accommodate the 
school's curricula to every child. 
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8. The school's priority should be on intellectual 
activity based on actual experiences rather than on 
language only. Language is important, but not at the 
expense of thinking. Furth (1970, p. 3) took a bold 
stand in saying that the goal of education must be 
to teach thinking. He argued that reading is indeed 
an important tool for learning, but it has unfortu-
nately become the preoccupation of educators to the 
exclusion of high-operative thinking. 
Language itself is not a necessary element of 
operational thinking, particularly in the young child 
who speaks a language of his own. Sources of thought 
are to be found not in language but in the preverbal, 
sensorimotor actions performed and experienced by the 
very young child during the first two years of life. 
The long standing notion that if we give the child 
suitable verbal training he will have the tools with 
which to think, reason and to interpret his/her 
experiences has been challenged by Piaget. In strong 
contrast, Piaget points out that logical thinking is 
primarily nonlinguistic, derived from first imitating 
actions and then performing actions. The active and 
professionally developing teacher learns when and how 
to sharpen contradictions in the child's thinking and 
to help him/her move on to qualitatively higher levels 
of intelligence. 
Furth and Wachs suggest (1970, p. 20) that if it 
is true that a six year old child knows more than he/ 
she can verbalize, "it follows that his thinking is 
ahead of his language, or more precisely, that his 
advanced thinking is not nurtured by language." Word 
knowledge is no guarantee of a corresponding intel-
lectual comprehension. Intellectually challenging 
opportunities for children of primary ages invariably 
require action oriented activities in physical or 
concrete settings. 
Piaget's theory suggests needed reforms for 
education. Furth (1970, chapter I) says that Piaget's 
tenets stress the whole child, individual differences, 
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the teaching of children to think, the encouraging of 
initiative and curiosity and the desirability of 
intrinsic motivation. Schools of education cannot 
hope to change the current practices alone, but it is 
they who have to assume the leadership in changing 
the present state of affairs. Piaget's theory gives 
some guidelines in how to educate children to think 
as well as to read, write and spell. 
"If the aim of intellectual training is to form 
the intelligence rather than to stock the memory, and 
to produce intellectual explorers rather than mere 
erudition, then traditional education is manifestly 
guilty of a grave deficiency." (Piaget, 1970, p. 51) 
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